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Student Mental Health 
and Wellbeing
DECS Commitment 
to Student Mental 
Health and Wellbeing
The Department of Education and Children’s 
Services (DECS) recognises that children and 
young people who have high levels of social  
and emotional wellbeing are more likely to  
attend school regularly and remain engaged  
in their learning. 
DECS is committed to supporting the mental 
health and wellbeing of children and young 
people by creating:
• safe
• supportive
• respectful and
• engaging learning communities
where children and young people can: 
• develop positive life skills and values 
• establish and sustain meaningful and 
productive relationships and
• be resilient and resourceful in dealing with 
stress and adversity. 
What is Mental Health?
Mental Health refers to our cognitive, social and 
emotional wellbeing. For children and young 
people good mental health means that they 
are able to manage the ups and downs of life. 
With good mental health they feel good about 
themselves and feel confident in getting on 
with their life. They participate and contribute 
productively to their family, school and local 
community. If they experience mental health 
problems their thoughts, feelings, behaviours 
and actions are affected and this interferes with 
their performance and enjoyment in school,  
work and relationships.
What is a mental health problem?
Feeling down, tense, angry or anxious are all normal emotions  
that are appropriate at different times and in response to 
the range of events that occur in people’s lives. When these 
feelings persist for long periods of time or interfere with our 
relationships or ability to go about our daily business then 
they may become mental health problems. Mental health 
problems are relatively common and are usually not too 
severe or long lasting. 
What is a mental disorder?
When mental health problems begin to severely affect a 
person’s thinking, emotional state and behaviour then it may 
be that the problem is becoming a disorder. If this occurs 
it is important that the person seeks appropriate help from 
a health professional such as a GP, psychologist or other 
mental health professional. A mental disorder is a clinically 
diagnosable illness. Seeking help as early as possible can 
lead to a good recovery.
School staff, including school-based counsellors, are 
not trained to diagnose mental disorders or provide 
therapy. This is the responsibility of health professionals 
such as GPs, clinical psychologists, psychiatrists or other 
mental health professionals, who can provide assessment 
and treatment.
However, the relationships and the daily contact school 
staff have with children and young people enables them to 
observe changes in behaviour or mood which may indicate 
a young person could be at risk of developing mental health 
problems. These concerns can then be raised with the 
parent/carer and appropriate health professionals. 
Teachers have access to a range of professional learning 
opportunities that promote wellbeing and mental health 
strategies to support children and young people with 
emerging mental health problems. If the problem cannot  
be managed at the school level, there is additional 
assistance available through Regional Support Services 1. 
If a student has a diagnosed mental health disorder and 
additional support is required the parent/carer should 
provide the school with a General Health Information 2 form 
that has been completed by the treating health professional 
(GP, psychiatrist, psychologist, counsellor). The school 
will then develop a Health Support Plan 3 to support and 
promote the student’s participation in learning.
If there is a concern that a young person is at risk  
of hurting themselves or other people the school 
should actively support or advocate for the parent/
carer to contact the local CAMHS service, local 
hospital or the Women’s and Children’s Hospital for 
immediate advice.
Terms such as ‘mental health problem’, ‘mental 
health concern’ ‘mental health difficulty’ and 
‘emotional and behavioural difficulties’ are often 
used interchangeably as are ‘mental illness’ and 
‘mental disorder’. None of these terms has a 
definition that is universally used or accepted. 
For the purpose of this statement the term ‘mental 
health problem’ implies or suggests interference 
with a person’s cognitive, emotional or social 
abilities but in a less severe manner and of shorter  
duration than a ‘mental disorder’.
2 Student Mental Health and Wellbeing
Roles and Responsibilities
Central – Child and Student Wellbeing
• Develop guidelines, resources and training to assist 
schools in responding to students experiencing mental 
health difficulties
• Provide advice to schools and regional support services 
about the range of services and resources available  
to support students and families 
• Provide information about professional learning 
opportunities for DECS employees in relation to mental 
health promotion, prevention and early intervention
• Provide information about strategies for responding 
to and supporting students with a mental health problem 
• Maintain a Mental Health website 4 with current 
resource information 
• Work with Regional Directors, Assistant Regional 
Directors and Managers Regional Support Services  
about emerging trends and concerns that may impact  
on student wellbeing and learning.
Regions
Regional Directors/Assistant Regional Directors
• Provide leadership in developing collaborative and 
sustainable relationships with key stakeholders within  
the community
• Build school community capacity to respond to the 
wellbeing needs of students
• Promote policies, structures and deployment of available 
resources to ensure an integrated and coherent approach 
to improved teaching, learning and care at school/
preschool & early years services
• Provide advice to Central Office about emerging trends 
and concerns that may impact on student wellbeing  
and learning.
Managers, Regional Support Services provide leadership 
in developing and maintaining effective inter and intra agency 
partnerships to support coordinated service delivery.
Regional Support Services staff have working links 
with a range of agencies. With parent/carer approval, they 
may refer or facilitate the referral to another agency or local 
child and adolescent service when this is appropriate. They 
may also work in partnership with another agency towards 
coordinated support for the child or young person. 
Support Services in each region have teams of specialist 
staff with a range of expertise to support school 
communities including:
• Disability Coordinators K–12
• Student Attendance Counsellors
• Interagency Behaviour Support Coordinators 
• Aboriginal Inclusion Officers.
For more targeted support there are: 
• Psychologists – Educational Services who provide 
support to preschool and school staff to improve 
outcomes for children and students with additional  
needs and disabilities. Psychologists will assist on a range 
of cognitive, social, emotional and behavioural issues. 
 The Psychology services also include provision of advice, 
development of intervention programs, assessments, 
referrals to other services and training and consultancy  
for staff.
• Social Workers who provide support to preschool and 
school staff to address the social and emotional needs 
of children. They will talk with the parent/carer and the 
preschool and school staff about the issues and develop 
strategies at the family/school interface to address the 
issues. This may include working with other agencies.
Refer to your regional office website 5 for more specific 
information about support services’ staff and their role  
in supporting the school community. 
DECS Schools
Principal or delegate 
If the school staff’s observations give cause for concern 
about a student’s level of wellbeing the Principal or delegate 
should provide appropriate support and advice. This  
may include:
• meeting with the student’s parent/carer when a teacher 
has a reasonable concern that the student may have an 
emerging mental health problem
– providing the student, parent/carer with additional 
information about local child and adolescent support 
services if appropriate
– if there is a significant concern about the 
student’s mental health or wellbeing support 
should be provided to access appropriate mental 
health services as soon as possible
– providing the student, parent/carer with information 
about the options available to support the student  
at school 
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www.decs.sa.gov.au/speced2/pages/health/mentalhealth/
• working with the school-based counsellor 6, 
teacher and the student to develop, implement and 
periodically review an individualised education plan  
that supports their ongoing participation in curriculum 
and learning programs
• helping students to identify strategies to resolve issues 
and problems
• developing a Health Support Plan to support and 
promote the student’s participation in learning  
if a mental health disorder has been diagnosed
• following the site-based pre-referral 7 processes 
to support the student
• making a referral 8 to Regional Support Services if there 
is cause for ongoing concern within the learning context. 
This includes: 
– initiating pre-referral processes
– obtaining informed consent 9 from the parent/carer 
prior to making a referral to Regional Support Services 
(if consent cannot be obtained and there is continued 
cause for concern, under the Information Sharing 
Guidelines 10 you can consult with the Manager, 
Regional Support Services)
• ensuring that school staff have a knowledge of policies 
and guidelines 11 in relation to child and student wellbeing 
• following appropriate DECS processes if an incident 
occurs ie lodging a critical incident 12 report after 
observing appropriate emergency response procedures
• sharing and recording information within the boundaries 
of the Information sharing guidelines.
School Staff 
School staff, including school-based counsellors, are not 
trained to diagnose mental disorders or provide therapy. 
This is the responsibility of health professionals such as 
GPs, clinical psychologists, psychiatrists or other mental 
health professionals. 
School staff can:
• implement a range of strategies that support and 
promote student mental health and wellbeing with:
– universal programs for mental health promotion and 
wellbeing (eg see Australian Guidance & Counselling 
Association 13 Index of programs and 
resources and the KidsMatter 14 programs guide)
– targeted service pathways for students at risk in 
relation to their learning, care, safety and wellbeing
– individual support for students with known health 
support needs
• encourage individual students by closely monitoring 
their attendance 
• promote positive mental health and wellbeing 
by providing safe, respectful and engaging  
learning communities 
• respond to students with emerging mental 
health problems within the boundaries of their 
professional responsibilities 
• respect the confidentiality of students’ personal 
information within the framework of child  
safety responsibility
• share and record information within the boundaries 
of the Information sharing guidelines.
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Weblinks
1 Regional support services
 www.decs.sa.gov.au/speced/default.asp?id=23760&navgrp=1657
2  General health information form
 www.decs.sa.gov.au/speced2/files/pages/chess/hsp/Pathways/General_health_info_2006.doc
3 Health support plan
 www.chess.sa.edu.au/Pathways/hsplan.doc
4 Mental health website
 www.decs.sa.gov.au/speced2/pages/health/mentalhealth/
5 Regional office website
 www.decs.sa.gov.au/locs/
6 School-based counsellor
 www.decs.sa.gov.au/speced2/pages/counselling/
7 Site-based pre-referral
 www.decs.sa.gov.au/supportservices/files/links/Pre_referral_process.pdf
8 Making a referral
 www.decs.sa.gov.au/supportservices/pages/Sites/makingref/
9 Informed consent
 www.decs.sa.gov.au/supportservices/files/links/Informed_Consent_Pamphlet.pdf
10  Information sharing guidelines
 www.decs.sa.gov.au/speced2/pages/childprotection/36801/
11  Policies and guidelines
 www.decs.sa.gov.au/speced2/pages/childprotection/legislationpolicies
12  Critical incident report
 www.decs.sa.gov.au/docs/documents/1/CriticalIncidentReport.doc
13  Australian Guidance & Counselling Association
 mhws.agca.com.au/mmppi_search.php    
14  KidsMatter
 www.kidsmatter.edu.au/programs-guide/choosing-a-program/   
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Immediate Professional Mental Health Support
Northern CAMHS  
Metropolitan Services (08) 8161 7389 (9am – 5pm)
Country Service  1800 819 089 Free call
Women’s & Children’s Hospital   
(08) 8161 7000
55 King William Road, North Adelaide 5006
Southern CAMHS
Metropolitan Services (08) 8204 5412 (9am – 5pm) 
Country Service  1800 819 089 Free call
Flinders Medical Centre   
(08) 8204 4156
Flinders Drive, Bedford Park 5042  
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For urgent help outside office hours go to the local Hospital Emergency Department.
